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Reconstruction of Kyoto’s Economy by Water

Transportation in Lake Biwa Canal

Michitake Hisaoka

This paper investigates water transportation
of the Lake Biwa Canal (Biwako-Sosui) in the
Meiji era. The Lake Biwa Canal is one of the
largest canal built in modern Japan. Early the
Meiji era, Kyoto faced a crisis of decline be-
cause the population decreased by civil war and
the removal of the capital. Kunimichi Kitagaki,
the 3th Governor of Kyoto planned to con-
struction of the Lake Biwa Canal for economic
development. The past economic policy was
aimed for introduction of modern technology,
but Kitagaki changed a policy to maintain in-
frastructure and promote industrial
development. It started construction in June,
1885 and completed in March, 1890 from Otsu
to Kyoto. Afterwards, it was extended to Fushi-
mi in September, 1894.

The Lake Biwa Canal had drastically changed
the water transportation in Kyoto. The Hi-
gashi-Takase River was a main waterway
conventionally. But, it was difficult to carry a
large amount of cargo due to narrow river, and
inefhicient to transport cargo landed at Otsu by
cart. The water transport route connecting Ot-
su and Fushimi with a single canal was
important for the development of Kyoto. Ma-
ny cargoes gathered at the Ebisugawa Port
(Ebisugawa-hunadamari),rice and bricks, wood
were from Otsu, coal and charcoal were from
Fushimi. The water transportation was disad-
vantageous in a long distance and quickness-
related transportation in comparison with a
railroad. But, compared to the Higashi-Takase
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River, the Lake Biwa Canal was stable in quan-
tity of water, and canal width was wide enough
to be easily a short distance transport by ship.
The Lake Biwa Canal served as a supply func-
tion of food, building material, the fuel in
Kyoto city.

Though the use of the electricity spread, the
fiber factories such as spinning or the textile
used a steam engine, and a lot of coal was con-
sumed in the power machine. In addition, the
ceramics business used coal for burning. The
Lake Biwa Canal functioned as the traffic infra-
structure which supported an industrial base,
and succeeded in economy development of
Kyoto. It greatly promoted the industrializa-
tion that coal supply was expanded.
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